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The Vienna Genesis and the Evolution of Christian Book Illumination

Samantha Castro

Abstract
In this essay, I argue that the Vienna Genesis influenced future Christian manuscripts by pushing
the idea that higher status and holiness were linked. The Vienna Genesis' expensive creation and
classically-influenced illustrations, which were seen by some as conspicuous, would be imitated
by the Paris Psalter, only differentiating in the subject matter. The Melisende Psalter would take
a turn in its style, mimicking Byzantine icons rather than classical works, but it continued the
high-cost production and ruler-appealing narrative of King David. And unlike the other two, the
Melisende Psalter cements the initial bias, with signs hinting at possible royal/imperial
ownership.
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Figure 1.

Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well, folio 7 recto from the Vienna Genesis,
tempera, gold and silver on purple vellum,
early 6th century,

Antioch (Constantinople or Syria),
31.75 x 23.5 cm,

3
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek (Austrian National Library), Vienna

The Vienna Genesis is a Greek manuscript of the Book of Genesis and is the oldest
surviving and well-preserved illustrated biblical book.1 The image above shows the story of
Genesis 24, in which Abraham’s servant, Eliezer, goes to look for a wife for Abraham’s son,

Isaac, and as she travels with ten of Abraham’s camels, she stops to give them water, prays that
Isaac’s future wife will assist him with watering his camels, and Rebecca shows up to help
Eliezer.2 The 24 folios, which are believed to have been made in Antioch (modern-day Syria) in
Early Byzantine, are written on purple-dyed parchment, animal skin, with silver ink.3 With
Christianity's growth in Early-Middle Byzantine, there were many seeking to worship on a more
individual level. Ways in which everyday people could do so were through ownership of items
such as triptychs, 3-paneled ivory leaves carved with religious narratives, or reliquaries,
containers carrying sacred objects, and those who did not own such items could still worship
icons in churches or monasteries. Another item used for personal worship was a psalter, a book
containing the Books of Psalms, and these were used by monks in monasteries and usually
illustrated. Similarly, the Vienna Genesis is an example of what illustrated religious manuscripts
made for wealthy patrons looked like. Though the primary purpose of such books was personal
worship, only upper-class people would benefit from owning such luxury items. I'm arguing that
the Vienna Genesis set a classist model, of linking wealth with devotion, for future Christian

“Vienna Genesis” Austrian National Library, last modified June 11, 2016,
https://www.onb.ac.at/news-einzelansicht/vienna-genesis; Nancy Ross, “Rebecca and Eliezer at
the Well, Vienna Genesis.” in Guide to Byzantine, 111,
https://www.printme1.com/pdf/374a0e737/9-2-print-Smarthistory-Guide-to-Byzantine-Art.pdf.
2 Nancy Ross, “Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well, Vienna Genesis.” in Guide to Byzantine,
111, https://www.printme1.com/pdf/374a0e737/9-2-print-Smarthistory-Guide-to-ByzantineArt.pdf.
3 “Vienna Genesis” Austrian National Library, last modified June 11, 2016,
https://www.onb.ac.at/news-einzelansicht/vienna-genesis
1
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manuscripts (the Paris Psalter and the Melisende Psalter) to follow. These works favored elite

members of society by being associated with costly production and containing narratives that
only applied to those in powerful positions.
Printing technology would not be invented until the 15th century, and before the

Byzantine period, text would be hand-written or hand-carved on wood, clay, or papyrus scrolls.4
Although the material was functional for written text, it had its limitations, as illustrations could
not survive, so it was not until the first or the second century that the parchment codex, books
made of animal skin, came into use.5 With this durable material being used for Christian
writings, wealthy individuals and religious leaders could now carry large amounts of text with
them, and although not many contained illustrations, some did.6
Genesis is the first book of the Christian Old Testament, which discusses the world's
creation and early human history. The Vienna Genesis manuscript is a luxurious and personal
copy of it, and each page tells part of the Genesis story with body text and a painting.7 Back in
the 6th century, books were rare, as making a book was a time-consuming process; One would
need to cut and rule the pages as well as hand-write the passages.8 By looking at figure 1, one
notes that the text is tarnished and now black, and the page's color has faded, implying that the
text was previously silver and the pages were stained purple, and this suggests royal ownership.
Christian priest and scholar St. Jerome condemned such conspicuous manuscripts in the 4th

century, writing: “Parchments are dyed purple, gold is melted into lettering, manuscripts are

“The Vienna Genesis,” Smart History, last modified April 18, 2017,
https://smarthistory.org/the-vienna-genesis/
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 Ibid.
8 “The Story of Jacob from the Vienna Genesis,” Smart History, last modified December
15, 2015, https://smarthistory.org/the-story-of-jacob-from-the-vienna-genesis/
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decked with jewels, while Christ lies at the door naked and dying,” and “Let those who will keep

the old books with their gold and silver letters on purple skins, or, to follow the ordinary phrase,
in ‘uncial characters,’ loads of writing rather than manuscripts, if only they will leave for me and
mine, our poor pages and copies which are less remarkable for beauty than for accuracy” (96,

773).9 If not owned by an individual, the Vienna Genesis is at least thought to also be an
expensive item intended for display; Either way, a wealthy Christian would consume the work.10

9

St. Jerome, NPNF2-06. Jerome: The Principal Works of St. Jerome (Grand Rapids, MI:
Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 1892), 96, 773,
http://www.documentacatholicaomnia.eu/03d/18191893,_Schaff._Philip,_3_Vol_06_Jerome,_EN.pdf
10 Smart History, The Vienna Genesis
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Figure 2. David Glorified by the Women of Israel, from The Paris Psalter, c. 900 C.E. 14-1/8 x
10-1/4 inches / 36 x 26 cm (Bibliothèque nationale de France)

There are 40,000 preserved Byzantine manuscripts, which is an extreme number
considering the expense of their production, and most come from monastic libraries.11 The Paris
Psalter is a 10th-century work from Constantinople, containing 14 full-page images in its 449
folios.12 Eight of the images in this work depict the life of King David, who was seen as a role

model to rulers.13 So not only did the psalter’s subject matter apply to those in power, but its
production, along with influence, tied back to the works like the Vienna Genesis. This large

“The Art of the Book in the Middle Ages,” The Metropolitan Museum of Art, last
modified October, 2002, http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/book/hd_book.htm.
12 Anne McClanan, “The Paris Psalter.” in Guide to Byzantine, 280-281,
https://www.printme1.com/pdf/374a0e737/9-2-print-Smarthistory-Guide-to-Byzantine-Art.pdf.
13 Ibid.
11
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manuscript was made from parchment and contained lavish paintings, which suggests that its

owner was an aristocrat or imperial patron.14 It also imitated similar works from Early Byzantine,
specifically one like the Vienna Genesis, so well that it was thought to be made in the 6th
century.15 The paintings in the Vienna Genesis (see fig. 1) show the classical influence of depth

and perspective in the figures and architecture, and a similar style can be seen in figure 2.

14
15

McClanan, Guide to Byzantine, 280-281
Ibid.
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Figure 3. Upper cover of the Melisende Psalter, 1131–1143, ivory (© The British Library)

The Melisende Psalter is a manuscript from the 12th century containing 218 folios, with
prayers and a calendar, and made during a time of crusades.16 It has an ivory cover with six

circles containing scenes from the life of King David and is thought to connect to medieval
rulers, similar to how the Paris Psalter made a connection between David and Byzantine
rulers.17 The call back to the classic style seen in the previous two works seems to have been lost
here, and instead, the illustrations mimic Byzantine iconography. However, the idea of a
conspicuous luxury item is more prominent in this manuscript. In figure 3, left under the middle
left roundel showing David fighting Goliath is an allegorical depiction of sobriety (sobrietas)
conquering luxury (luxuria).18 It is ironic that not only is the manuscript’s cover ivory, but the
illustrations mimicking the icons of the Byzantine Empire adopt the use of a gold background.
And though not much is known in regards as to who owned the previous two works, the feminine
endings in the written text, as well as her parents’ names being mentioned, suggest that this
psalter belonged to Queen Melisende of Jerusalem.19
To conclude, the Vienna Genesis heavily influenced early Christian manuscripts,
establishing the upper-class’ association with piety and owning luxurious texts. Although some
people of other classes had ways to worship privately, with triptychs and reliquaries, influential

Christian texts, which were commissioned and owned by influential people, contained narratives
speaking only to those who were wealthy. The Vienna Genesis’ production was labor-intensive

“The Melisende Psalter,” Smart History, last modified July 8, 2021,
https://smarthistory.org/melisende-psalter/
17 Ibid.
18 Smart History, “The Melisende Psalter.”
19 Ibid.
16
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and expensive, and its illustrations adopted a classical style that would be mimicked by the Paris

Psalter, which connected rulers to King David. This narrative, along with costly production,
continued in the Melisende Psalter, which is thought to have been commissioned either for or by
a queen.

Illustration List

Rebecca and Eliezer at the Well, folio 7 recto from the Vienna Genesis, early 6th century,
tempera, gold and silver on purple vellum, 31.75 x 23.5 cm, Antioch (Constantinople or
Syria), https://smarthistory.org/the-vienna-genesis/, Figure 1
David Glorified by the Women of Israel, from the Paris Psalter, c. 900 C.E. 14-1/8 x 10-1/4
inches / 36 x 26 cm, Bibliothèque nationale de France, https://smarthistory.org/the-parispsalter/, Figure 2
Upper cover of the Melisende Psalter, 1131–1143, ivory, The British Library,

https://smarthistory.org/melisende-psalter/, Figure 3
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